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Bill Would
Raise Fines

For Building

Violations

More Powerful Board
Sought in Montgomery

By Caverox W Bagg
Waslangtone Post Staff Writer

A Maryland lawmaker said yester-
day that he would introduce legisla-
tion 1o increase fines for building vio-
lations in Montgomery County and
give the county’s Planning Board the
power to subpoena witnesses and
compel testimony In enforcement
CASES,

The proposal by Del. William A,
Bronrott {D-Montgomery) would be
one of a series of changes in the coun-
ty’s oversight of development spurred
by the revclation this year that hun-
dreds of bhuildings at Clarksburg
Town Center, a community of 1,300
homes north of Germantown, were
huill too high and too close to the
street.

The Planning Board found itself un-
able 1o compel witnesses, including
former county planner Wynn Wit-
thans. to testify at hearings it held on
Clarksburg in October and November,

Witthans resigned from the Depart-
ment of Park and Planning in June af-
ter acknowledging she had altered
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Clatksburg planning documernts.

‘The plinning department staff has rec-
ommended that the board fine the devel
vpel, San Diego-based Newland Commu-
nities, arul five builders up to $2.1 millicn
for the violations, hut a final decision on
fines awaits the outcame of closed duor
med:ation that began vesterday.

Bronroit said his lsgislation. if ap-
praved, would act as u deterrent. “We
must casure thal viskions exceed the
cast af duing business.™ he said.

Amy Presley. a leader of the residents
group that uncuvered the violalions,
spoke in fwvor of the praposal at the news
conference but called it “pinpoint reform”
rather than sweeping change in the way
development is regulated or monitored,

Still. «hr said, increaszing the finex
might create botlom-line pressure that
would canse developers to think twice
abaut constructing buildings in violation
¢f zoning regulations or sitc plans. *I7 the
pin is pushed when needed. ther it will be
eifective ™ she said.

g . .

Presley alsu distributed a statement
saying her presence should net be con-
strued as suppurt for “any one elected offi-
cial or candidate,” adding it an interview
that her group was not endorsing council
member Steven A, Silverman  (D-At
Large}, 4 wandidate for county executive
wh¢ joined Bronrott yesterday.

Silverman, who has long enjoved cam-
paign support from develapers, has loadly
called for reform ot the county’s oversight
of development.

As chairman of the council’s Planning,
Housing aad Economic Development
Cummunittee, he has been in a position to
monitor how the planming department.
tegulates builders. Since the Clarkshurg
scandai broke, his committec has held bi-
weekly “oversighl” sessions with county
planners,

Courty Executive Douglss M. Duncan
(I}, a candidate for governor who also
has rebed on support from developers,
sa:d in a statement vesterday thal Bron-
roit’s hill "addresses a key shortcoming”
in the Planning Board s powers and zp-
plauded the proposed increase in finex,

At present, Montgomery’'s Planning
Board can Yevy fines as high as $500 a vio-
lationt, with each day of the vinlation coun-
ting as a seaarate offense. Under Brun-
rott’s proposal, the board could apply a
maximum fine of $300,0040 for each vie
lation or $1,0000 a day per wviolation,
whichever is higher.

Aland-use expert said it isunusual fora
planning hoard or agency to have sub-
poena powers but said it makes sense, es-
pecially if the powers would be used when
a board is altempting to investigate an al
leged violation.

“These enlorcement actions are fact-
specific, and i you don’t have afl the facts,
vou can't really make & decision,” said Stu-
art Meck, director of Rutgers University's
Center for Government Services and a co-
author of model zoning snd planning leg-
islation for the American Planaing Assoc-
ation.

Meck said that the process of jssuing
permits for land use is becoming more for-
mal across the nation as more interest
groups scek a voice in the regutabon of
development.




